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In December 1986, we visi ted Pelsaert lsland, Houtman Abrolhos, Western Austral ia, and esl i-
mated 49 000 occupied breeding burrows of the Wedge-tajled Shearwater pufflrus pacificus, 76 OO0
current nests of the Common Noddy Arous sto/ldus and 30 000 currenl nesls ol the Lesser Noddy
A. tenuircstris..lt was not possible to count lhe Sooty Tern Sterna fuscata colony because breeding
was too far advanced. lt occupred nearly 12 ha and probably included at least as many nests as th;
Common Noddv colonv.

INTRODUCTION

Pelsacrt (formcrly Pelsart) Island (28'56'S.,
1t3"58'E.) is a very important seabird breeding
island in Western Australia, both in numbers of
species (17) and individuals. Information to 1981
was summar ized by  Fu l le r  and Burb idge (1981) ,
itnd a more rcccnt summary of all Abrolhos birds
was providcd b)' Storr ct a1. (19116).

Pelsacrt Island is low. rising only a few mctres
abovc high water mark. It is composed o[ coral
bou lders  and sh ing lc .  l imestone and sand.  Areas
of coral shingle are virtually bare of vegctation,
or havc vcry low, pcrennial and annual herbs antl
g rasscs .  On dccper  so i l s .  espec ia l l y  near  thc
southern  cnd,  i s  a  dense low heath  o f  shrubs .
especially Nitraria hillardieri L\nd Atriple-r (.inered.
Samphirc l lulosurciq spp. is founti ir salt marsh
r t r t  r t .  r rn r l  Wl r i t c  Ml rng lo rc  Av icent t i , t  mt r i tu
l , ) rm\  Jcn ic  lo$  f ( ) rcs l \  l r long  shc l te r rd  pur ts  , , f
f h c  n ( ) r l h ( r n  \ h r ) r ( .  i r r t ) u n d . a l t  l l r k , . s  u n t l  i n  r o m e
rno is t  low lv ing  arcas  (Fu l l c r  and Burb idge 19131) .

Of particLrlar importancc are thc large colonics
ol Wedgc-tailed Shearwittcr, Common Noddv.
I-csser Notldv and Sootv Tern. Howcver. no
accura tc  counts  o f  thc  numbcr  o f  b rccd ing  pa i rs
l r i l v (  ' \ ( (D  rcp( )  cd  ThL f rgure i  r \ .po f lcd  I t r l (
: u  L .  t h ( t i  l . ) r c .  \ r r , < i r n e  J r l : r  r ' \ s (  n l i i r l  l , ) r  J c t c c t .
rng tutLlrc changes in thrce of the lour most
i lbundant  scah i rds  on  Pe lsacr t  I s r  ns .

METHODS

We visitecl Pelsacrt Islancl from 9- 15 December
1986.

Wetlge-tailcd Shearwatcr burrows lnd
Common Noddy nests wcre countecl in 5 m x 5 m
quadrats scattcred throughout the colonics.
Quadrats were selectcd by a person picking a
point about 50 m away and usins it as the north-
cast corner. Wcdge-tailed Shcarwater burrows
were fairly cven in their distribution and 24 quad-
rats werc counted. whilc thc density of Conrmon
Noddy nests varicd considerablv. lcading us to
count  32  quadr r ts .  Smal l  Wedge- ta i l cd  Shcar -
watcr colonies wcrc not surveyed; thc cstintate
was cit lculatcd from quirclrat clata from tl lc main
southcrn  one.

Large Lesser Nocldy colonics rvcrc countcd bv
n t n r l i n g  I r i , n \ e c l \  I h r  u g l l  6 . , ' , t r , ' . t  s t ; r r r d s  l r n d
count ing  nes ts  2  n t  c i thc r  s ide  o f  cach 5  m Of
t ranscc t  ( i .e . .  quadra ts  o f  20  r r r r ) .  S ix ty - two quad-
r r ts  wcre  c ( )un lcd ;  thc  numbcr  in  cach co lon l  i s
g i rcn  in  T lh l t  L  Tnr r r ' c .  t ,  \ \e rc  ,< lc ( l r , l  t , r  p i r . .
thrclugh lreas jutlgcd to bc rcprcscltt i l t ivc of thc
co lonv .  In  smal l  co lon ies  wc countcd  cvcrv  nes t
and rounded thc  count  to  thc  ocares t  tcn .  Counts
of Nocltlv ncsts includcd cmpty- ncsts lLldged to bc
undcr  cons t ruc t ion  or  to  have bccn uscd dur ing
tbc  cur rcn t  b reed ing  sc lson.
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Souty  Tcrn  hreed ing  wrs  ue l l  adv lneed u i th
a lmo5 l  r l l  cggs  harched.  The egg is  l r id  in  rn
un l rncd  scrape in  bare  rand rnd  the  ch icLs  qu ick ly
leavc the nest to hide in vegetation or shcaiwater
Durrows, so countlng was not possiblc.

Thc boundaries of the breeding colonies werc
plotted onto 1:5 000 colour air photographs (datc
of photography 1 April 1982), and ihe area
occupied calculated by counting 25 mm2 squares
on a transparcnt overlay. The wholc island was
I r r re rsed and r l l  nes t ing  co lon ies  were  p lo t ted
on l ( )  the  a  photoS.  NumhCrs  o f  ncs ts  o t  O lher
species were estimated by actual counts for small
colonics or partial counts and cxtrapolation on an
arca basis for largcr ones. The total numbcr ol
nests of each species was calculated by multiply-
ing the mean density of ncsts in a quadrat by-tl ie
total arca occupicd by the colony.

RESULTS

Wedge-tailed Shearwater Puffinut pac isicus.
Bur r . rw\  werc  ( ( )n \ t ruc ted  in  12n6 l  1111 s l re l l  g r i t .
ln the main colony at the southern end of thc
is l r rnd  (F ig . -  l t  bur row dens i r i cs  uere  as  h igh  : rs  28
pcr  I0 { )  mr .  Ab, ru t  2 l l  hur rows were  cxamined
and all contained onc egg. At the time of our
visit. about 49 000 nest burrows werc rn use
(Tab lc  l ) .

Whife-faced Storm-petrel Peltgodromu marina.
Une groun o l  ahout  25  bur ruws uas  lo (a ted  hu l
the brceding stage was not determincd.

White-bellied Sea-eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster.
Breeding was complete and two flying young birds
were seen.

Osprey Pandion haliaetus.
Two nests on Pelsaert contained fully-fleclged,
non-flying young (one plus two). About fivc other
nests appeared to havc been used during 1986,
and the young from these were flying. One nest
on each of nearby Arthur and Jon.Iim Islands
contained a singlc fully-fledged. non-flying
luven l le .

Silver Gull Larus novuehollandiue.
Breeding was finished and chicks were flying.
Isolated nests, totall ing about 20, were scattered
throughout the island.

Pacific Gull Larus pacificus.
Breeding was.tlmost complete; most chicks were
flying, onc was almost rcady to fly. About five
pairs had bred and nests were scattcrcd through-
out thc island.

Common Noddy Anous stolidus.
Ncsts were built from twigs and scatweed and
somc were decorated with small shells and pieces

TABLE 1
Arca of  nest ing colonios and numbcrs of  nesrs on Pclsacrt  Is land,  Dccember 1986.

Species
N o .  o i

Colony Area (ha) quadr i l ts  Mean SE 'linal

Wcdgc-tai led
Shearwater

Common Noddv

Lesser Noddy

21

32

24
25

6
1

Main
Smal l

M:r iD

1 .
2
3
1
5
6
1
8
9

I u

26.711)
2 .9 t4

r3 .355
1.631
0.994
0.19 ,1
0.200
1.050
0.094
0.012
0.106
0.038
0.241

1.563
I1 .898

44 551
4 lt6l

76 t24

l3 456
8 59u

20
l ] 0

'7 
439
597
30

0

4 t61
,{55

I 876
994

r  691
182

19 412

l- l  {62 16 1)1

30 250
Sooly Tern

" lbr  colony l { )cat ions scc Fig.  L



of coral. Some were placed on soil with l itt le or
no added material; most were on vcAetation.
inclutfing Surcocorniu blacAimu. Atriplei cinereo
and Nitrdria hil lardierei. Ncsl densitv was hishcst
in Sdri)cornia rround saltpans wheri . lensities as
high as 254 per 100 m2 weie noted. Breeding was
not  5 )nchron izcd .  somc h i rds  were  cons t ru i t inp .
ncs ls .  somc hat l  the  usua l  s ing lc  egg.  cnd young
were at all stagcs to flying. About 76 000 nests
werc in use or had recently been used at the time
of our visit (Tablc 1).
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Figurc 1. Pelsddrt l\lund. Numben show locatktn of Lesser
Nodd! nening.olonies (se? Table 1).
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Lesser Noddy Anous tenuirostris.
Nests were built from seaweed and placed ol)
White Mangrove Avicennia marina branches.
Nest density was as high as 215 per 100 m2 (noting
that the nests are at different heights). The stage
of breeding varied from nest building to flying
young. Our counts showed there were about
30 000 nests in use in Dcccmber 1986 in scven
colonies (Table 1).

Caspian Tern Sterna caspia.
About six pairs had brcd; we saw one runner and
all other young were flying.

Crested Tern Sterna bergii.
One colony of about 250 nests on coral rock was
located on the east side of the island adjacent to
the Common Noddy colony. It contained eggs
and running chicks up to about three weeks old.

Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii.
Thrcr: colonies were located containing about 740
nests. Nests were scrapcs on coral rock. Some
were ready for eggs, most contained one or two
eggs, and in a few, cggs had just hatched.

Bridled Tern Sterna enqethetus.
Scattered small groups of nests were found
throughout Pclsaert Island and on adjaccnt
Arthur and Grcgory lslands, usually under rocks
or vegetation. Counting was not possiblc because
most nests werc concealed.

Sooty Tern Sternq fusceta.
Eggs were laid in a bare scrape in sand under a
low bush (Nitaria or Atriplex). Less than 1'ln of
several hundred nests exatrined containcd an eggi
almost all eggs had hatched and most runners
were about two to thrcc weeks old. The colony
covered nearly 12 ha.

Fairy Tern Sterna nereis.
Five colonies were located containing about 200
nests. Nests werc scrapes on coral rock. A few
were rcady for eggs but most had one or two eggs.
One colony was intermingled with a Roseate Teln
Colony.



DISCUSSION

The data reported here includc the first
syslematlc counts for three of the four most
abundant species that breed on Pelsaert Island.
In order to count Sooty Terns a visit carlier in the
year would be required.

The Wedgc-tailed Shearwatcr colonies of about
50 000 pairs are probably the largest in Western
Australia. Elsewhcre in the Abrolhos only West
Wal lab i  I s land has  a  la rgc  cok 'ny :  smal l  co lon ies
occur on Gun and Middle Islands. In Western
Australia Wedge-tailed Shearwaters nest on at
least 66 islands from Carnac (lat 32'07'S.) north-
ward (Burbidge and Fuller, unpublished data).
Tingay and Tingay (1985) reported counts and
estimates of burrows on 15 Pilbara islands varving
f rom q t r  (Mard ie  l s land)  ro  6000 lSer rur ie i
Island). On Rottnest Island there are two colonies
with about 2 1-50 occupied burrows in 1982
(Saunders  rnd  de  Rebc i ra  lg85) .

The Common Noddy colony is the largest in
Wcstern Australia. Elsewhere in the Abrolhos
there is only a small colony on Wooded Island
(Storr et ,/. 1986). In other parts of the eastern
Indian Occan this species has been reported to
brccd only on Bedout (Serventy 1952, Serventy
et el. 1971), the Lacepede Islands (Serventy €t a/.
1971), Sandy Islet on Scott Reef (Berry 1986),
East Island on Ashmore Reef (Seryentv e/ a/.
1971, .  Chr i \ tmas Is land {Dun iop  1987)  and
Cocos-Keeling Islands, particularly North Keeling
Island (Stokes et al. 1984). At West Lacepede in
November 1986 there was only onc nest, with two
or three nests en Middle Lacepede, although
scveral thousand birds were prescnt (R. L T.
Prince, pers. comm.). At West Lacepede in
Novembcr 1987 there were 13 nests and in
Novcmber 1988 there were three nests. At Middle
Lacepedc in November 1987 there were four nests
and in November l9ll l l  there were 36 nests (PJF.
unpuh l ished) .  On Bcdout  thc  spcc ics  has  hccn
rccordcd breeding only three times: Stokes (1846)
recordcd "noddy's cggs", J. T. Tunney collected
birds on the nest in May 1901 (Hartert 1905,
Seryenty 1952) and Fletcher (1980) reported
breeding in May 1968. but gavc no details. Bush
and Lodge (1977) rcported a flock of "several

thousand" in May 1972 and suggcstcd that
brecding was imminent. The Department of
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Con-servation and Land Management has recently
eradicated feral populations oT Black Rats Ra11.;
roll.rJ on both the Lacepede Islands and Bedout
Island and these may have affected Common
Noddy breeding in the past.

In Australia, the Lesser Noddy breeds only in
the Houtman Abrolhos. Fullei and Burbidgc
(1981) provided a history of breeding. The only
previous estimate of numbers on Pelsaert is a
January 1947 count reported in Serventy and
whittell (1951) of 27 000 nests, which apparently
refe ed only to colonies l and 2. The authors
gave no intbrmation on the method of counting.

There is another breeding colony on Wooded
and Morley Islands in Easter Group, which Storr
et al. (1986) state "could hardly support more
than 20 000 breeding birds" (p.31). They give
estimates of 10 000-15 000 birds nesting on
Wooded and 5 000 on Morley in late August 1977
and 6 000-10 000 plus 3 000-4 000 in early
October 1981. R. E. Johnstone (pers. comm.)
coun led  I  739 f resh  nes ts  in  49  t ree !  in  lwo t ran-
sects through the main colony near the western
end of Wooded on 22 August 1977. About 200
trees contained nests giving an estimate of about
7 000 nests. Two other smaller colonies contained
188 and about 1 500 nests. On 23 August 1977,
Johnstone counted 2 585 nests, a mean of 18 per
tree, on Morley Island.

Numbers of Lesser Noddies on Pelsaert may
have declined iD recent years. The area occupied
in 1978-81 (Fuller and Burbidge 1981) was also
occupicd in 1982 and 1984 during visits by Fullcr.
In 1986, howcver, the northcrnmost thrc(]
colories (8, 9, 10; see Fig. 1) had been abandoned
and colonies 3, 4 and 7 were considerably smaller
with many old nests being visible, suggesting use
in recent years.

Thc Lcsser Noddy is a vulnerable species in
Australia with a total population of under 100 0(X)
birds and only two breeding stations 35 km apart.
It has been declared to be "fauna which is l ikely
to become extinct, or is rare, or otherwise in need
of special protcction" under the Western Aust-
ralian Wildlife Conservation Act and is on the
Official List of Endangered Vertebrates of
Australia (Burbidge and Jcnkins 1984). Anothcr
subspecies breeds on the Seychelle Islands.
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In the Abrolhos. Sooty Terns also breed on
Alcxandcr. Morlcv and Wooded lslands but all
thcsc colonies arc much smaller than the Pelsaert
onc (Storr ct a/. 1986). Elscwhcre in the eastern
lnclian Occan thcv breed only on East Islund.
Ashnrolc Rcef (Serventy et ul. l97l) antl North
Kcc l ing  Is land.  Cocos-Kcc l ing  Is lands  (S tokes  c l
. l/. 198.1). Whilc it was not possiblc to count Sooty'I 'ern 

ncsts on Pelsirert during our visit we believe
that thcrc \\,crc at least as manv as there were
(  , r n l m t , n  N , r d d i e  s .  i . e  . .  i r l r , ' u t  7 :  { r { r U .

T l rc  low numbcr  o f  S i l ver  Gu l ls  b rccd ing  on
Pelsacrt is of intcrest. Unlike rnanv cQlonies close
l ( )  L c n l r r ' \  , ' l  l t u n t a n  1 ' , ' p t r l r r t i , r r t .  t h (  l l , r u l m J n
Ablolhos colonies havc not undergone rapid
cxpans ion  (scc  a lso  Stor r  t t  a1 .  l9116) .  The
d is tancc  f rom Gcra lc i ton  (65  km to  Pe lsacr t )  mav
bc too l lrcat fot birds to ntakc fccding fbrays frorn
Abro lhos .  F ishermen l i vc  on  is lands  in  a l l  thc
Ablolhos grr>ups florn about March to July each
yc i r r .  bu t  th is  usage has  rpparcn t ly  no t  l cd  10  an
inc tcase in  S i l vc r  Gu l l  numbcrs . ' l ' h is  i s  fo r tun l i t c .
since u largc gull cokrny would increase prcdation
or r  cggs  and ch icks  o f  thc  nodd ics  and te rns .

( - i | l l t i , , n  . h r \ l l l r l  l r t  t x c r e i . u d  i n  i n ( r r p r e t i r ] g
cstirnatcd nunttrcrs of birds in large seabird brcctl-
ing  co lon ics  un lcss  u  s ta t i s t i ca l l v  va l i t l  count  has
l r , . t t t  n t : r . l t .  T h (  l i t ( I i l t l l l r '  ( , ' n l : l i n \  n  t n a r , , L l \' ' cs t imates  '  o l t cn  mat lc  c lu r inn  br ic f  c lay t imc v is i t s
to  co lo r ics  when many b i rds  a rc  a t  sc i t  f ced ing .
[-ocal conditions ntav lt lsct a1lec1 Dumbers. C)n thc
morn ing  o f  l - l  Dcccmtrer  dur ing  s t rong wcs tc r lv
w inds  thcrc  rvc rc  c lcar ly  nany  morc  Sootv  Tcrns
i l t  lhc  Pe ls rc r l  l s l l rnd  co lonv  than on  o thcr  days
dur i l i t  our  v is i t .
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